Risks and adverse outcomes of sexually transmitted diseases. Patients' attitudes and beliefs.
To determine women's awareness and level of understanding of the risks and sequelae of sexually transmitted diseases (STDs). The study was a cross-sectional survey of 103 women seen at an urban center. We recruited women from several clinical sites: (1) patients with signs or symptoms of an STD seen in a busy women's urgent care unit, (2) women enrolled in clinical studies for STDs or bacterial vaginosis, (3) patients admitted to the hospital and found to have an STD, and (4) women at high risk based on age and sexual activity. A trained female interviewer administered the survey to women agreeing to participate. The questionnaire assessed the patient's awareness of various STDs and their association with adverse outcomes. The survey also evaluated women's knowledge regarding STD prevention. Descriptive analyses were performed using SAS (Cary, North Carolina) on the 103 patients surveyed. The median age of our survey population was 23, 66% were nonwhite, and 37% were on public assistance or uninsured. The population was at high risk for STDs based on the reported history of infection with Neisseria gonorrhoeae and Chlamydia trachomatis (6% and 38%, respectively). Of the 103 women surveyed, 33% had never heard of pelvic inflammatory disease (PID), and 79.6% could not identify any adverse sequelae of PID. Sixty-five percent were unaware that PID increases the risk of ectopic pregnancy, and 56.3% were unaware that it could result in chronic pelvic pain. When asked if they knew of any methods to prevent or reduce their risk of STDs, only 18% mentioned barrier contraception (condoms). Over 57% of respondents could not name a way to prevent STDs. Increased educational efforts targeted at high-risk individuals are necessary to improve knowledge of STDs and their adverse sequelae. With greater knowledge and awareness, individuals and couples may be more likely to practice protective behaviors, such as reducing high-risk exposure, and to increase preventive measures, such as barrier contraception use.